The influences of dexamethasone levels on the predictive value of the DST for unipolar major depression and the relationships between post-dexamethasone cortisol and ACTH levels.
To investigate the relationships between dexamethasone (DEX) and post-DEX cortisol and adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) levels, the authors measured DEX at 8.00 a.m. and post-DEX cortisol and ACTH levels at 8.00 a.m. and 4.00 p.m. in 72 depressed patients categorized according to DSM-III. Cortisol non-suppressors exhibited significantly (P = 0.0006) decreased levels of DEX compared to suppressors. DEX levels at 8.00 a.m. explained 21.1% of the variance in the post-DEX cortisol values at 8.00 a.m. and 34.5% of those at 4.00 p.m. DEX levels were not significantly different among minor depressives (300.40, 309.00), major depressives without melancholia (296.X2) or with melancholia and/or psychotic features (296.X3, 296.X4). In the latter the post-DEX cortisol was significantly increased compared to all other depressives and these differences remained significant even after adjusting for the variations in DEX (by means of regression analysis). Also the diagnostic performance of the post-DEX cortisol values for major depression with associated features versus minor depression was not substantially affected when the DEX levels were accounted for. ACTH levels after DEX were shown to correlate significantly (P less than 0.05) and negatively with DEX. Although post-DEX ACTH levels did not differ among the DSM-III diagnostic categories, cortisol non-suppressors averaged significantly (P = 0.0004) higher ACTH levels than suppressors.